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In talks with Russia on the expan-
sion of the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) and in Al-
liance debates on restructuring,

members have endeavored to keep the
question of nuclear weapons off the
table. Thus far they have done that by
devising a “three no’s” policy, stipulat-
ing that NATO has no intention, no
plan, and no reason to deploy such
weapons on the territory of any new
member either now or in the future.1

Based on an American initiative, the
Allies adopted this policy for a number
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of fairly sensible but largely tactical
motives. For one, the United States
and some of its European NATO allies
did not want the politically volatile
question of the forward stationing of
nuclear weapons or delivery systems to
bog down the expansion initiative. In
addition, with under 500 U.S. nuclear
weapons in Europe and Russian efforts
to either limit or eliminate NATO nu-
clear forces during previous negotia-
tions, Alliance officials probably feared
that formal negotiations on tactical
nuclear systems in the context of
NATO enlargement could lead to a
“third zero” in Europe2—elimination
of Alliance dual-capable aircraft (DCA)
and stocks of their nuclear bombs in
NATO vaults in several member coun-
tries. Moreover, given the vast differ-
ence in the sizes of Russian and NATO

stockpiles, the Alliance would be at a
distinct disadvantage in the bargaining
that any substrategic negotiations
would likely entail.

With the demise of the Soviet
Union and dissolution of the Warsaw
Pact, the utility of the remaining NATO
forward-based tactical nuclear weapons
could be challenged by a disparate
group of anti-nuclear, pacifist, and en-
vironmental activists and exploited by
Moscow in the debate over NATO ex-
pansion—or so many Alliance officials
thought. In an attempt to eliminate
any prospect of debate, which promises
to be contentious, Alliance officials de-
vised the three no’s policy while hold-
ing to the line that the peacetime role
of nuclear weapons in NATO planning
remains essential for Alliance cohesion.
From this perspective, if the size or
composition of the NATO nuclear force
is going to be changed it should only
be in the context of adopting a new or
revised strategic concept or, if pressed,
through far-ranging discussions with
Russia to address more than nuclear is-
sues. If the Alliance re-opened the sub-
strategic issue in the midst of discus-
sions on expansion and internal
adaptation, the process might be debili-
tating for both Alliance cohesion and

institutional credibility. The last “new
strategic concept” was debated by
NATO for nearly two years.

Yet while the decision to skirt the
issue of nuclear weapons was tactically
astute, the reality is that many factors
make it unlikely that Alliance mem-
bers can avoid a more explicit discus-
sion of the fundamental question of
nuclear deterrence and its place in
NATO strategy for much longer. At
some point, moreover, this should in-
clude developing a mechanism for
preparing new members to participate
effectively in the Alliance nuclear plan-
ning process.

START and Tactical Systems
There is every indication that the

United States and Russia are accelerat-
ing the arms control process by devel-

oping a framework for
START III reductions, mea-
sures to induce the Russian
Duma to ratify START II,
and agreement on demarca-
tion issues related to missile

defense research, development, and de-
ployment. Expedited discussions on sig-
nificantly reducing strategic nuclear
stockpiles under a START III rubric is
likely to pressure NATO to think more
concisely about how nuclear weapons
fit into its plans for the next century.
On March 21, 1997, at the Helsinki
summit, Presidents Clinton and Yeltsin
agreed that after START II enters into
force the United States and Russia will
begin negotiations on a START III agree-
ment to lower the ceilings of strategic
nuclear inventories to somewhere be-
tween 2,000–2,500 warheads. They also
agreed to enhance the transparency of
their nuclear inventories and, for the
first time, to include a provision on the
actual destruction of strategic nuclear
warheads to promote irreversibility in
the cuts. Perhaps most important in
terms of extended deterrence, or the
U.S. nuclear guarantee to protect NATO
Europe, was the agreement that, in the
context of START III, Washington and
Moscow would explore as separate is-
sues the possibility of added controls on
nuclear long-range sea-launched cruise

missiles and tactical nuclear systems, to
include confidence-building and trans-
parency measures.3 Although the exact
nature of such measures was not stated,
some have suggested that prospective
transparency measures might involve
broader exposure by Russia to NATO
vault safety and security procedures as
well as mutual visits to stockpile sites in
the hope of bringing the Russians closer
to meeting NATO standards.

In any event, the Helsinki agree-
ments clearly reflect the intentions of
both Presidents to put START III on the
fast track, and this could have pro-
found implications for nuclear force
structure in NATO, particularly for
U.S.-provided weapons stockpiled in
Europe. The wording of the joint state-
ment on these issues is ambiguous in
places and, as usual, covers over some
key differences of approach between
the sides. On the one hand, the United
States wants any measures relating to
nuclear long-range sea-launched cruise
missiles and tactical nuclear systems
limited to confidence-building and
transparency measures. Russia, just as
clearly, wanted the statement to allow
for the exploration of possible reduc-
tions or operational constraints on
these systems; for example, limits on
deployment locations or range capabil-
ities. Which side succeeds at the bar-
gaining table has yet to be determined,
but it is possible that limitations on
numbers or deployment modalities of
tactical nuclear weapons in Europe
could be negotiated in the near future
with obvious implications for the
NATO strategic concept and nuclear
risk-sharing in the Alliance. Hence,
while maintaining a low-profile policy
with regard to substrategic forces, the
Alliance nevertheless needs to quietly
consider its options lest it be caught
off guard.

The probability of an agreement
on deployment limits for tactical sys-
tems is considerable, in part since it is
not only Russia that is interested in ap-
plying some sort of arms control mea-
sures to NATO tactical nuclear weapons.
The United States and its partners have
an obvious stake in seeing the large
stock of Russian tactical nuclear
weapons—by some estimates over

the probability of an agreement on 
deployment limits for tactical systems
is considerable
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10,000—reduced or put under strict
transparency and control regimes for
two reasons.4 First, it is generally
thought that central Russian govern-
ment control over these weapons is
much more tenuous than over strategic
systems. The United States and its allies
would like to increase that control and,
at the same time, enhance their infor-
mation on these systems to decrease
chances of nuclear materials being
stolen by or diverted to pariah states or
used by some rogue actor.

Second, NATO members are aware
that stability in Russia is tenuous, with
the military less and less satisfied by
their status in the country’s fragile de-
mocratic development. In this context,
and against the disastrous outcome of
the Russian foray into Chechnya,
NATO officials are all the more con-
cerned over Moscow’s apparent adop-
tion of the old NATO doctrine of flexi-
ble response. Many Europeans believe
that renewed Russian interest in re-
liance upon nuclear weapons to offset
conventional inferiorities, with mod-
ernization programs to match, must be
redirected if stability is to be main-
tained on the Continent.

Thirdly, since it is the 10,000-odd
Russian tactical nuclear weapons that
pose a special threat to NATO European
states—given the ranges associated
with their likely delivery systems—it
stands to reason that U.S. allies would
seek other avenues to reduce the Russ-
ian inventory of substrategic warheads

and render those that remain more safe
and secure. The Netherlands, for exam-
ple, has proposed initiating some sort
of Nunn-Lugar program targeted specif-
ically on assisting Russia in the secure
containment and dismantling of war-
heads on theater and intermediate-
range missiles.

But precisely how efforts to redi-
rect Moscow’s increasing reliance on
nuclear weapons ought to proceed—
under the rubric of a START III agree-
ment, perhaps in conjunction with re-
vision of the Conventional Forces in
Europe Treaty or as part of less formal
transparency talks—is open to debate.
Equally uncertain is how the European
members of NATO would view trade-
offs that would increase the trans-
parency of Russian tactical nuclear
forces or cut their number versus a re-
quirement for the Alliance to reduce
further or restrict the deployment of its
own greatly diminished nuclear capa-
bility. Nevertheless, pressure does exist
to support just this type of arms con-
trol initiative toward Russia, and it is
likely to grow. Such pressure, more-
over, could prove irresistible to Al-
liance members when presented as
part of a package of incentives to ease
Russian objections to NATO expansion
and/or reconfigure the Alliance—both
structurally and with regard to core
missions—in ways that Moscow would
find less threatening.

Waning Asset?
The European view of these trade-

offs may well depend on whether gov-
ernment officials are wearing their
strategic hats or green eyeshades. Bud-
get cuts and force restructuring in vir-
tually every allied nation raise the
question of whether a continuing nu-
clear role is feasible for countries with
dual-capable certified squadrons, par-
ticularly Belgium, Italy, and Greece.
Each faces difficult military modern-
ization choices with little stomach for
increased defense spending as it
attempts to meet stringent monetary
criteria for entry into the European
Monetary Union. Converting nuclear-
tasked squadrons into truly effective
conventional assets (for example,
based on stand-off missiles) might
prove more costly than maintaining
current nuclear assignments. However,
this fact is not likely to dampen incen-
tives to shed the nuclear role in an ef-
fort to reduce military expenditures.
Even in more prosperous DCA-deploy-
ing countries, including Germany,
anti-nuclear sentiments combined
with a desire to assuage Russian con-
cerns over NATO expansion could
erode government support for contin-
ued participation in this aspect of Al-
liance defense cooperation.

Most European NATO members re-
gard DCA as a necessary evil, perceiv-
ing that deterrence is existential and
thus rather immune to the number of
systems or specific deployment modali-
ties. Yet even with sizable anti-nuclear
minorities in their countries, govern-
ments tend to accept Alliance sub-
strategic capabilities as crucial to the
theory of deterrence and, more impor-
tantly, to the political cohesion of the
Alliance. Viewed from this position, the
sense of shared risks and responsibili-
ties embodied in NATO planning, both
in the conventional and nuclear
realms, is basic to maintaining consen-
sus on many strategic issues. That said,
for many in Europe the deployment of
Alliance nuclear weapons is not sacro-
sanct, as attested by the British decision
to dismantle DCA assets in favor of de-
ploying a substrategic Trident—a deci-
sion based on both the longer range
and enhanced precision of submarine-
launched ballistic missile platforms
that give them the capability to target a

Bombers destroyed
under START I.
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wider array of aimpoints in any num-
ber of potential adversary countries.

However, this decision by the
United Kingdom to opt out of DCA
taskings—a transition that should be
complete by the end of 1998—may
reignite similar debates in other DCA-
deploying countries, particularly those
in which air force structures are prov-
ing unable to cope with the general de-
cline in defense budgets. Of course
only the British have the option of sub-
stituting one mode of platform deploy-
ment for another. A decision by any
other member for a submarine-
launched capability would require
transferring sensitive technology from
the United States, Great Britain, or
France and would be more expensive
for the DCA-deploying nations. But
apart from platform changes these
countries might choose to keep fewer
aircraft—perhaps one rather than two
squadrons—at a high state of readiness
for a nuclear mission. Alternatively,
support may grow for a consolidated
multinational DCA wing, though this

option might re-
quire basing indi-
vidual national con-
tributions at a single
site, thus increasing
vulnerability and re-
stricting flexibility.

And yet, with
no decision to mod-
ernize the NATO
nuclear arsenal on the horizon, Al-
liance DCA platforms will become wan-
ing assets over time by sheer obsoles-
cence. Meanwhile, barring any
negotiation that would reduce the cur-
rent stockpile, more than one DCA-de-
ploying nation can be expected to do
everything possible to retain this mis-
sion (albeit at a reduced level of readi-
ness) since it justifies force structure
which otherwise would be cut from ac-
tive inventories. For this reason alone,
there will be mixed feelings on a debate
over the future of NATO substrategic
forces, even though there are powerful
rationales for doing so.

The Promise of RMA
Aside from arms control and Al-

liance cohesion, there are doctrinal and
technological issues that may persuade
NATO to take a new look at nuclear
weapons and how they fit into its de-
terrence posture. Some advocates of the
so-called revolution in military affairs
(RMA) argue, for example, that the rele-
vance of nuclear systems and tradi-
tional concepts of deterrence more gen-
erally has been eroded in the wake of
qualitative advances in conventional
capabilities. These new generation non-
nuclear technologies may, when
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weaponized, provide a more credible
basis for deterrence against regional ad-
versaries than using the nuclear threat
as a crisis management instrument.
Proponents of this view claim that the
central issue is nuclear credibility in a
world in which public sensitivity to ca-
sualties is high and compellance and/or
denial can be accomplished for the
most part by non-nuclear means. From
this perspective, it is not so much the
concept of deterrence that needs to be
overhauled as its one-dimensional asso-
ciation with nuclear weapons, which is
seen as destabilizing and, in the case of

Russian deployments, subject to ques-
tionable command and control proce-
dures and technology. Those who hold
this position will argue that NATO can
afford to shrink its nuclear force struc-
ture even further and should readjust
its strategic concept to allow for a
broader view of deterrence which in-
cludes advanced conventional weapons
and new operational concepts.

Notwithstanding their growing
awareness that new and emerging non-
nuclear technologies offer great poten-
tial for deterrence and defense plan-
ning, European elites also believe that
nuclear weapons still count in tackling
certain prospective risks, from the pro-
liferation of weapons of mass destruc-
tion (WMD) to the revival of a coher-
ent Russian threat. The ambiguity of a
response related to nuclear deterrence
in an existential mode, which is partly
rooted in the Alliance’s refusal to
adopt a sweeping “no first use” pledge
and in support for a declaratory policy
on nuclear weapons use in extreme cir-
cumstances, gives non-nuclear NATO
members a sense of security that is un-
attainable from conventional weapons
alone. And even if advanced conven-
tional weapons were woven into the
NATO deterrence concept, key issues
about their availability in crisis—and
by extension their credibility as deter-
rence assets—might remain unre-
solved, as it may be only the United

States that chooses to spend the
money to field advanced non-nuclear
systems.

France and NATO
Of course one Alliance member,

France, would argue vehemently
against any minimization of the role of
nuclear weapons in deterrence. At pre-
sent France’s view of Alliance nuclear
policy is more academic, given the lim-
ited status of its membership. However,
with its leading role in Europe and its
close partnership with Germany in par-
ticular, France entertains ideas which

cannot be dismissed out of hand. If
anything, French perspectives on
nuclear weapons and concepts of
deterrence are being more widely
heeded since the strategic situation
on the Continent has changed and

continuing U.S. engagement is per-
ceived to be more tenuous than during
the height of Cold War tensions—a
time, it is worth remembering, when
many Europeans feared the United
States would never really “trade New
York for Hamburg.”

Notable in this regard is the
French initiative to engage the British
more intensively in talks on coopera-
tive deterrence and President Chirac’s
efforts to include Germany in his na-
tion’s concerted deterrence concept. At
their Nuremberg summit in December
1996, Chirac and Chancellor Kohl of
Germany signed a “common strategic
concept” which includes provisions for
reassessing the role of nuclear deter-
rence in European security planning.5
Playing on European fears of an ero-
sion in the transatlantic security link,
particularly if Alliance expansion di-
lutes the capacity for concerted action
by NATO as expected by some, the
French are promoting the notion of a
“concerted deterrence” as central to an
independent European security and
defense identity (ESDI)—one that
could become more directly tied to the
European Union than to NATO.

Counterproliferation Policy
A final factor that may cause

NATO to reexamine how nuclear
weapons fit into its security strategy is
the growing WMD threat, particularly
from states on the southern and east-
ern littorals of the Mediterranean.

Libya, Syria, and other states are up-
grading the range of their missiles and
will soon be able to strike Europe, per-
haps even with chemical and biologi-
cal weapons. NATO has considered
counterproliferation and nonprolifera-
tion for years—mostly prompted by
the United States but also with support
from the southern tier, notably France,
Italy, and Spain. But recent discus-
sions—largely through the Senior De-
fense Group on Proliferation—have fo-
cused on passive and active defenses,
with the adoption of a military opera-
tional requirements document circu-
lated by Supreme Headquarters Allied
Powers Europe (SHAPE) on counterpro-
liferation that has since become mired
in national politics, budgetary issues,
and most recently the debate over
NATO expansion.

Preliminary reviews by the NATO
Nuclear Planning Group notwithstand-
ing, the issue of how nuclear weapons
fit into the Alliance counterprolifera-
tion calculus has not been fully ad-
dressed. SHAPE has included nuclear
deterrence assets as one leg of its new
counterproliferation triad—the other
two being theater missile defense and
conventional attack—but there has
been little talk of their relative value in
various WMD settings or of new opera-
tional concepts to render the deterrent
leg credible in the future. Moreover,
whatever SHAPE and NATO headquar-
ters think, countries such as Italy—
which is key to Southern Region per-
spectives—may be of two minds. On
the one hand, the presence of U.S. nu-
clear weapons and bases on Italian soil
could proffer targets for possible attacks
by an adversary like Libya.6 On the
other, the continuing presence of these
weapons as part of the NATO Euro-
pean-based force structure could pro-
vide a degree of security that would be
difficult to replicate otherwise, given
the uncertainty surrounding conditions
under which such weapons would be
used. Beyond security-minded anxi-
eties, Italy, like other smaller countries,
sees participation in the DCA posture
of NATO as essential to retaining its
seat at the table in important Alliance
deliberations. To forfeit a role in DCA
planning and execution could relegate
Rome to second-tier status in NATO cir-
cles according to this view.

France would argue vehemently
against any minimization of 
nuclear deterrence
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Indeed, in the wake of substrategic-
level consultations in Helsinki and
among larger NATO powers (for exam-
ple, France, Britain, and Germany),
smaller DCA-deploying countries are
likely to increasingly press for a voice as
occurred when the infamous “quad”—
the United States, Britain, Germany,
and SHAPE—was said to be exerting
undue sway over NATO nuclear poli-
cies. Dutch officials have argued, for ex-
ample, that there is little value in work-
ing hard to retain the “special weight”
that DCA participation is presumed to
confer if it only comes to bear in the
unlikely instance of consultation on ac-
tual nuclear use. Instead, it is peacetime
deliberation on substrategic forces—in-
cluding deterring a potential use of
WMD against NATO’s Southern Region
and the contours of future arms control
and transparency talks—that matters
most, many argue, now that the
prospect of a nuclear exchange at the
theater level has receded. If such senti-
ments are not fully appreciated by the
larger NATO states, holding the line
against a future “third zero” will be-
come all the more difficult.

NATO Nuclear Posture
The above factors point to a need

for NATO to reconsider its nuclear de-
terrence posture and strategy. How-
ever, as noted the Alliance is currently

overwhelmed by the politics of both
internal adaptation and expansion,
and NATO as an organization is very
adept at avoiding discussions on issues
that appear logically necessary to out-
siders. It may be able to hold off this
discussion for two to three years, de-
pending on whether the U.S.-Russian
arms control agenda moves forward or
if the United States undertakes any sig-
nificant unilateral initiatives related to
its national nuclear deterrence strategy
or its force structure—either conven-
tional or nuclear—in Europe.

The prospect that the United States
might make some sort of largely unilat-
eral adjustment in its European force
posture that could have an impact on
NATO deterrence thinking cannot be
ruled out. Both deterrence and nuclear
forces were examined in the Quadren-
nial Defense Review (QDR) and will be
assessed by the National Defense Panel
(NDP), which follows an earlier nuclear
posture review that was conducted par-
allel to the Bottom-Up Review and left
untouched DCA deployments in Eu-
rope. In terms of conventional capabili-
ties, the QDR report contains modest
cuts in end strength and infrastructure
in order to adequately fund readiness
and modernization. Depending on the

outcome of the NDP report and con-
gressional deliberations, other cuts such
as reductions in dual-capable air assets
or infrastructure to support the nuclear
mission remain a possibility. However,
changes in tactical nuclear forces may
not drive a broad-based Alliance review
of its deterrence posture.

So too, U.S. changes in nuclear
strategy cannot be ruled out as the Na-
tion contemplates its deterrent force
under a START III regime of 2,000–
2,500 strategic nuclear warheads that
may also limit certain delivery plat-
forms or deployment modalities. What-
ever path we choose with regard to our
nuclear arsenal and strategy, we must
recognize that there will be conse-
quences for European security, directly
over NATO nuclear planning or indi-
rectly in the context of broader moves
toward a notion of ESDI that stands
apart from NATO. In fact, the emer-
gence of an independent European se-
curity identity centered around British
and French national nuclear forces
could be accelerated if there is a percep-
tion of significant erosion in the U.S.
commitment. There is already growing
concern in Europe that as America
draws down its active force structure
forward-based deployments will be fur-
ther trimmed or eliminated, lending
support to Allied concerns over U.S.
disengagement.

Worse still from a European per-
spective is the likelihood that the
United States, in efforts to develop an
off-shore-based power projection force
posture, would unilaterally withdraw
its land-based air systems from Europe,
forcing the Alliance to rely on off-
shore assets for deterrence. The effec-
tive dismantling of the NATO land-
based substrategic force structure in
this manner would create a situation
in which deterrence in Europe would
thereafter be based essentially on
American and British off-shore plat-
forms and French nuclear forces,
whose nuclear-tasked aircraft would be
the only land-based nuclear assets in
NATO Europe. Neither the substance
nor symbolism of this new reality
would be lost on NATO’s non-nuclear
partners—one or two of which might
be moved to reconsider their own nu-
clear options—nor on potential global
adversaries, more than one or two of
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whom are known to be involved in
concerted efforts to develop national
WMD postures.

The psychology and politics of de-
terrence rest on extremely subjective
factors, and there is little solid data on
the precise role of nuclear weapons in
deterring chemical or biological
weapons use or affecting strategic cal-
culations by non-Western leaders.
Apart from a limited understanding of
what occurred behind the scenes in
Desert Storm with regard to deterrence

calculus and intuitive efforts to de-
velop a correlation between U.S.-Soviet
Cold War experiences and hypotheti-
cal contingencies centered around 21st

century threats, empirical data that ei-
ther supports or contradicts various de-
terrence paradigms is inadequate to
guide anything except the most gen-
eral projections of deterrence plan-
ning. Yet there is to date no credible al-
ternative to retaining effective nuclear

assets. While there is certainly great at-
traction in embracing the conven-
tional deterrence concept, for the Al-
liance this is really a nonstarter given
the extent to which national forces are
being reduced and the fact that re-
sources are lacking to implement re-
search and development programs
needed to field non-nuclear technolo-
gies to influence national perceptions,
particularly in crisis situations.

If NATO is to remain an effective
alliance with a strategy that embraces a

nuclear deterrent, it must ad-
dress the various issues dis-
cussed above in a coherent
manner before events in indi-
vidual countries or negotia-
tions which do not directly
concern the Alliance dictate

outcomes. At the end of the day, it
takes the political will to tackle tough
issues and reach a consensus—no mat-
ter how fragile—that has greater im-
portance than any given weapons de-
ployment or defense concept. The
capacity of a group of sovereign demo-
cratic nations to come together to en-
sure stability, manage crises, and pre-
vent crisis escalation is the core
requirement of the new NATO. Hence
the maturation process will require

adoption of a new deterrence concept
that embraces nuclear and non-nuclear
options for deterrence and crisis man-
agement. When and how that discus-
sion and evolution will take place has
yet to be determined, but several
trends suggest it should be sooner
rather than later, lest we risk having
some options foreclosed. More impor-
tantly, we also risk the effects that
avoiding a timely debate could have
on an enlarged Alliance. It will be im-
portant to show new members that
NATO can step up to the plate and
handle difficult questions such as nu-
clear deterrence in a way that preserves
Alliance cohesion as well as the secu-
rity of individual members. JFQ
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tember/October 1996), pp. 23–28.

5 The text of this agreement was reprinted
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6 This was brought home in 1986 when
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